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Writing Strategy
Instruction as a
Vehicle for
Improving Students'
Comprehension of
Information Text

by Stephanie L. Gregg,
Taffy E. Raphael,
Carol Sue Englert

informational text has been developed at the
Institute for Research on Teaching at Michigan
State University. Students who participated in
this program improved in their knowledge
about the reading/writing process (Raphael,
Kirschner, & Englert, 1986), and their ability
to read and write informational texts
(Raphael, Englert, & Krischner, 1986). The
program focuses on increasing students'
sensitivity to how texts are organized, and
how knowledge of this organization can help
them decide what to include in papers they
are wr1t1ng, and to determine what
information is important in texts they are
reading.
The text organizational patterns
introduced to students in this program
include narration, explanation, comparison/
contrast, and problem/solution, though other
patterns and combinations of patterns exist
(Armbruster & Anderson, 1984). Students
learn the different questions each type of
organizational pattern answers (e.g., for
explanation, "What is being explained? In
what order do things happen?") and the key
words and phrases authors use to signal their
reader about the type of pattern they are
using (e.g., first, next, after that, finally).
Students then apply their knowledge, first in
writing informational passages, then in
examining their content area texts for similar
patterns used by authors of those books.
Recent modifications in the program
based on research on effective teaching
(Englert, et al., 1986) include a focus on
teacher modeling and thinking-aloud as
students are instructed in components of the
process of writing, ,and links between
strategies used during writing and those used
in comprehending informational text. In this
paper, we first describe the components of
the writing process and the role that

Consistent with the new Michigan
Definition of Reading, one of the most recent
trends in reading research considers reading
as a communicative act, whose process is
fundamentally related to that of writing
(Kucer & Rhodes, 1986; Pearson & Tierney,
1984; Rubin & Hansen, 1984). The recognition
that the processes of reading and writing are
closely related suggests we re-examine
current educational practices which typically
separate classroom reading and writing
instruction. The purpose of this paper is to
suggest one way in which the teaching of
writing strategies can improve students'
abilities to comprehend informational text.
The new Definition of Reading recently
adopted by the Michigan Board of Education
describes the process as one in which
meaning must be constructed by readers
through the interaction between their
background knowledge and the written text;
and that good readers are those who can
flexibly apply reading strategies depending
on their goals and purposes, and the context
and structure of the text they are reading.
Like reading, writing is a constructive
process. Writers actively engage in
constructing meaning in the same way that
readers do, bringing their background
knowledge and past experiences to bear on
the task (Blackburn, 1984). Similarly, good
writers make decisions about the content and
form of their work based on their goals and
purposes in communicating to their audience
(Boutwell, 1983). Because these change with
each piece of writing, flexibility is just as
important for good writers as it is for good
readers.
One program designed to foster the
development of strategies for improving
students' ability to comprehend and compose
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clearly signal the reader who must locate
important information? Sometimes, in writing
ideas down, it becomes clear that writers also
must determine whether information is
missing and must be added, or whether
information that is included is redundant with
previous information or irrelevant to the
topic. Readers make similar decisions as they
choose to ignore or attend to information
presented in the text as they consider its
importance and relevance. Sometimes texts
are reread to obtain additional information
or to clarify earlier confusions.
The writing program developed through
the IRT focuses on building a context in which
students engage in strategies that will
increase their fluency in making decisions
about what is important and relevant
information in the texts they are writing.
Further, the program helps them transfer
their understandings about what to include
in the texts they create to what to derive from
the texts they read. To help students think
about strategies to use during different
writing phases, a series of "think-sheets" have
been developed. In the next section of the
paper, we describe these think-sheets and
explain how they are used in teaching
students to understand features of comparison/
contrast texts, and to apply this knowledge as
they write and later read such texts.

knowledge of text structure plays in creating
texts. Then, using sample lessons consisting of
teacher dialogue and student responses, we
describe effective instruction in these
structures during writing. Finally, we discuss
how such instruction impacts reading
comprehension in terms of creating active
flexible readers.

Components of the Writing Process
Planning. Writers must plan the texts
they create. Beyond just deciding on a topic,
they consider their purposes for writing, their
audience, the ideas that are appropriate to
include, and how these ideas are organized.
The type of text structure selected to present
the ideas is very much a function of topic (e.g.,
explaining the westward movement of
pioneers versus comparing early pioneers
with later immigrants), their purposes (e.g., to
entertain, to inform, or a combination), and
their audience (naive or informed).
Readers engage in similar activities as
they consider their purpose (e.g., to learn
about the westward movement of the
pioneers versus compare earlier pioneers
with current exploration of space) and the
type of text they are reading (e.g., a social
studies text, realistic fiction, or fantasy about
settling in outer space).
Drafting. As writers draft their papers,
they use knowledge of text structure to
determine the information that should be
included in their papers. In explaining the
westward movement of pioneers, they need
to state what is explained, certain "supplies"
that were critical from food to conestoga
wagons, and the order in which the events
occurred. In contrast, if they are comparing
and contrasting earlier pioneers and space
explorers, they must first determine the
features on which they are to be compared or
contrasted and then include information
conveying similarities and differences on
each feature. Readers similarly must have key
questions in mind as they determine what
information from a given text is relative to
their own purposes and goals.
Revising. Writers use their knowledge of
organization of text to determine how their
papers must be revised to meet the needs of
the reader. Are the relevant steps
appropriately sequenced in an explanation?
Has information been omitted on one or the
other topic in a comparison/contrast? Have
enough key words and phrases been used to .

Using Think-Sheets when Teaching
Comparison/Contrast
In order to maximize the effectiveness of
the think sheets, a preliminary activity is
recommended in which teachers introduce
students to the text structure to be used during
writing (e.g. comparison/contrast) by
presenting them with examples of passages
written by other students, or paragraphs
extracted from content area texts, and
engaging in "think-aloud" dialogues about
their attributes. In addition to indicating the
important features of the structure, this is a
way for teachers to make the otherwise
unobservable mental processes of readers
visible for students.
Using comparison/contrast as our
example, the teacher first describes the kinds
of things that make the comparison/contrast
clear, including the introduction of the topics
involved (e.g. "I really liked that this paper
started out by saying, 'I'm going to compare
and contrast Burger King and McDonalds',
because now I know what the author is going
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to write about."); the presence of parallel
attributes on which the comparisons/contrasts
are based (e.g. "I wonder if the author will
talk about the kinds of food that each place
serves, and maybe what the restaurants look
like inside."); the inclusion of both similarities
and differences (e.g. "I see she has three
a likes in the same place: hamburgers, french
fries, and servers that work behind a counter.
She also put the differences together: the
names of the sandwiches, the color of the
servers' uniforms, and the amount of time it
takes to get your food once you order it.");
and the key words that signal the comparisons
(e.g. "The use of 'in contrast' here really
helped me find the differences.").
Having identified the important features
of the text structure in the think-aloud
dialogue, teachers can begin to replace their
comments about the sample passages with
the kinds of questions that both writers and
readers should ask themselves in identifying
the presence or absence of these critical
elements? For elements, ''I'm wondering if the
author clearly named the two things that are
being compared and contrasted?"; ''I'm
thinking about where the author tells the
things they are being compared and
contrasted on"; "Does the author talk about
the ways the two objects are alike and
different?"; and "Are there words that show
me both the things that are being compared
and the kind of comparison that is being
made?" Teachers should gradually let students
do the bulk of the evaluating, providing the
minimum guidance needed.
When students show they are aware of
both the questions the text structure answers
and the kinds of key words used to signal their
readers, they can begin to write their own
comparison/contrast papers. Use of think
sheets as guides and writing a class paper as
a model are useful in promoting independent
student competence. The think sheets provide
support or reminders of appropriate strategies
to use. They consist of the questions students
need to ask themselves while writing, and are
consistent with those modeled by the teacher.
A separate think sheet is used for planning,
organizing, writing, editing, and revising, as
a way to heighten students' awareness of the
different steps they must complete during
writing, and how knowing text organization
helps. For example, during planning authors
need to answer four questions which appear
on the think-sheet: Who am I writing for? Why
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am I writing this? What do I know? How can I
group my ideas? (see Appendix A on page
18). Think sheets for the other steps are
similarly constructed.
One way to familiarize students with the
purposes and uses of think sheets is to engage
the class in writing a whole group paper.
Copies of each sheet can be made into
overheads or charts that the teacher can
complete as the group goes through the
process of choosing a topic, brainstorming
ideas, deciding how to organize them,
writing the first draft, then editing and
revising the draft to produce a final copy.
Throughout this process, teachers should
remind students of both the kinds of strategies
they are using, and how the think sheets
remind them of the strategies and information
that needs to be included in each of the
various stages, just as they did during the
preliminary activity. Going through all the
stages of the writing process wi 11 probably
take a few weeks, requiring periodic review
of both the steps and the features of a good
comparison/ contrast paper.
Students create their own papers either in
para Ilel with the class paper (i.e. as each step
is modeled, students then apply the strategy),
or when the class paper has been completed.
In either approach, students write their own
papers using copies of the think-sheets to
guide them through the process. Depending
on the grade level and abilities of the
students, teachers can control the rate at
which students work by distributing the think
sheets one by one and keeping everyone at
the same place. Or, if the entire process has
been introduced, they can allow students to
pace themselves through the process,
providing them with the necessary support. In
both cases, teachers should make sure that
students see the connections between the
strategies used to produce the class paper,
and those necessary to write their own by
asking them such questions as, "What kinds of
questions did we ask ourselves about our
audience when we were getting ready to
write our paper?", "Where did all those ideas
come from that we decided to include?",
"What will you do with all the ideas you
come up with for your paper?", and so forth.
Reviewing the components of good comparison/
contrast papers, and the kinds of strategies to
use at the various stages of the writing
process is critical in order to promote
independent writers.

Transfer to Reading Activities

Raphael, T.E., Englert. C.S., & Kirschner, B. (1986). The

impact of text structure within a process writing
orientation of fifth and sixth grade students'
comprehension and production of expository
text (Research Series No. 177). East Lansing :

Use of the think -sheets need not be
limited to writing activities alone . In fact, an
effective way to make explicit links between
reading and writing is to use them in
analyzing features of text materials across
different content areas. For example, the
planning and organizing think-sheets can be
used during social studies instruction to give
students practice in identifying the important
information located in the text. Another
activity has the students read a subject matter
text (science or social studies, for example) or
a story during reading instruction, summarize
the passage and/or answer comprehension
questions related to the passage, and then
use the editing think-sheets to evaluate their
answers. Hopefully with practice, students
will internalize the kinds of questions that are
contained in the think-sheets, and will apply
this strategy across a variety of reading tasks.
That reading is a complex constructive
process has already been well documented.
Providing students with explicit instruction in
the various types of text organization through
a writing program such as the one described
enables students to better comprehend
informational text, while at the same time
improving their ability to construct their own
meaningful texts.
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Appendix A
Think-sheet 1: PLAN
Date _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ __

Author's Name

Topic: _ _ _ _ _ _ __
WHO:

Who am I writing for?

WHY:

Why am I writing this?

WHAT:

What do I already know about my topic? (Brainstorm)

1. - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - 2. - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -

3. - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - 4. - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -

5. - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - HOW:

How do I group my ideas?

_ _ _ _ comparison/contrast

How will I organize my ideas?
_ _ _ _ explanation

_ _ _ _ problem/solution
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_ _ _ other

